
Old Riley by Leadbelly 
 
F / C 
 
Acapellaish 
Old Riley walked the water 
Old Riley walked the water 
On them long, hot summer days 
 
Old Riley he’s gone 
Old Riley he’s gone 
On them long, hot summer days 
 
‘cause they call for them blood hounds on Old 
Riley 
 
Tempo picks up 
F 
Old Riley walked the water 
 
Here Rattler Here 
 
Old Riley walked the water 
C                      F 
Here Rattler Here 
 
F 
Riley gone like a turkey through the corn 
 
Here Rattler Here 
 
Riley gone like a turkey through the corn 
C                     F 
Here Rattler Here 
 
Solo 
 
Old Rattler come when I blow my horn 
Here Rattler Here 
Old Rattler come when I blow my horn 
Here Rattler Here 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Toot, toot, toot, toot 
Here Rattler Here 
Toot, toot, toot, toot 
Here Rattler Here 
 
Old Rattler got him a marrow bone 
Here Rattler Here 
Old Rattler got him a marrow bone 
Here Rattler Here 
 
Solo 
 
Riley gone like a turkey through the corn 
Here Rattler Here 
Riley gone like a turkey through the corn 
Here Rattler Here 
 
F 
Here Rattler Here Rattler Here Rattler Here 
                                              C 
Here Rattler Here Rattler Here Rattler Here 
 
Acapellaish 
 
Old Riley walked the water 
Old Riley walked the water 
On them long, hot summer days 
 
 
 
*Notes: Everyone should play this the way they feel it. 
I alternately mute the strings (by slightly picking my 
fingers up off the fretboard). So, I take 2 downstrokes 
on the chord and then mute the chord by picking up 
my fingers (no strum goes with that).  
 
You can do the Acapellaish (I made that up) part or 
not but it’s a good way to work your voice the way it 
would be used in a work song of field holler.  
 
You can also change the key if you wish (G/D or A/E). 
Or, use a capo to get the key you want and retain the 
F/C chord shapes. 

  



Old Riley – History 
 
I got this one from Leadbelly. Leadbelly was both 

a composer and a songster (collector). I’m not 

sure if Leadbelly wrote this or picked it up 

somewhere and made it his own. It does seem to 

come from his time in the Sugarland Penitentiary 

in Texas.  

 
Old Riley is a character that shows up in a 
number of folk song lyrics. I generally pair this 
song with There Ain’t No Cane on the Brazos. 
Numerous versions of that one also have verses 
about Old Riley. 
 
When Leadbelly introduced the song, he talked 
about Old Riley being a convict wanting to 
escape to freedom. In “them times” an escape 
was surely reason for getting out the 
bloodhounds to hunt down the escaped 
prisoner. Old Rattler was the pack leader of the 
dogs but not only was Old Riley able to outrun 
the guards on horses, but also Old Rattler. Yup, 
this made Riley a legendary convict. Riley was so 
legendary that he was also said to have walked 
on the water of the Brazos like Christ. 
 
Rattler lives on in folk songs too and ended up 
with his own song, “Old Rattler.” When Leadbelly 
sang Old Rattler, it was to the same tune as Old 
Riley but with different lyrics (mostly). It appears 
on The Library of Congress Recordings Recorded 
by Alan Lomax, Gwine Dig a Hole To Put the Devil 
In. Not surprisingly (including Grandpa Jones), 
when whites sang the song later, he was made 
into a coon-hunting dog (racoon). 
 
Most of this information comes from Charles 
Wolf & Kip Lornell’s biography The Life & Legend 
of Leadbelly. 
 
 


